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Abstract 
In this paper we present a research study on the reification processes of social norms in children and adolescents. 
The research was conducted in 10 schools in the city of Barcelona (3 upper class and 7 working class schools). 896 
children and adolescents participated in this research. They were students from Catholic and non-denominational 
schools aged 9 to 16. An innovative technique was used in order to analyze reification processes. This technique 
consists of an unfinished story that presents an open normative conflict in which the main character disobeys a 
social norm. The kids are asked to finish the story, resolving the proposed dilemma or leaving it unresolved. The 
texts are subsequently analyzed distinguishing between those that sustain the norm on a suprasocial base 
(reification) and those that link it to a social base (ideological reproduction).  In this paper we analyze the factors 
that influence children and adolescents to reify norms, paying special attention to variables such as gender, age (9-
16 years), the school’s religious ideology (Catholic and non-denominational), family socioeconomic status (high and 
low), norm type (instrumental and substantive rationality) and the level of proximity of the setting in which the 
norm is inserted (urban and rural). 
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1. Introduction 
This article presents the findings of a study on the reification processes present in children’s and adolescents’ 
social representations of social norms. This was done by analysing 872 stories written by children aged 9 to 16 in 
the city of Barcelona (Spain). 
Reification comes from the Latin res (thing) and facere (to make), and literally means thingification, to make into 
a thing. Berger & Luckmann (2011:89), define reification as follows: 
 “The apprehension of human phenomena as if they were things, that is, in non-human or possibly 
suprahuman terms. Another way of saying this is that reification is the apprehension of the products of 
human activity as if they were something else than human products--such as facts of nature, results of cosmic 
laws, or manifestations of divine will. Reification implies that man is capable of forgetting his own authorship of 
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the human world, and further, that the dialectic between man, the producer, and his products is lost to 
consciousness. The reified world is, by definition, a dehumanized world”. 
Hence, reification constitutes a thingification of social reality. It could be described as an extreme step in the 
objectification process whereby the world ceases to be comprehensible and becomes opaque to the individuals who 
have constructed it. The social becomes natural and even supernatural in the eyes of the actors. We are dealing with 
a process that is closely related to alienation. Karl Marx (2009) pointed out that when human beings become 
alienated they lose themselves. Alienation is the state of human beings in which their own acts become a strange 
force situated above them, instead of being governed by them. Through this process, human practices and relations 
end up being viewed as external objects. The social reality is experienced as natural, normal and immutable. The 
non problematisation of reality leads to its submissive acceptance, which Freire (1970) refers to as magical or naive 
thinking. This category defines the acceptance of events as they are because that is the natural way of things, 
without room for questioning and consequently nor for autonomy or action either. Magical thinking is alienated or 
reified thinking. It is the opposite of critical thinking. It is the socialisation of one-dimensional thought. 
Reification occurs in different spheres of social life and one of these spaces is the school. This is reinforced by 
the compulsory schooling process, which aims to produce a disciplined mass of children adapted to production work 
in their adult life (Illich 2008). This indoctrination has its roots in the school’s origins as a fundamental institution in 
the process of training and disciplining the proletariat (Santos and Poveda 2002; Serra 1990; Thompson 1980; 
Bowles and Gintis 2011). According to Illich, this function, which was originally targeted at the working class, was 
later on extended to the rest of society. The school is fundamentally an institution that produces discipline and this 
subjection is targeted at all childhood without class distinctions. 
What takes place in the school is a discipline interiorisation process that is transformed from an external 
influence into an internal process of self-constriction  (Elias 1969) and self modelling via the technologies of the self 
(Foucault et al 1988). Through his ‘technologies of the self’ concept, Foucault reveals to us how power gradually 
penetrates into people’s bodies, transforming itself from a visible, external and imposed discipline into a subtle self 
discipline that tends to make power invisible. The “technologies of the self” concept condenses this new way of 
exercising power and focuses our attention on constructing bodies and producing discipline without the need for it to 
be imposed from the outside.  
The interiorisation of discipline and the reified vision of the world are not produced in isolation. The hidden 
curriculum, that which the school teaches but does not say that it teaches, plays a fundamental role in the fabrication 
of childhood: the world of norms and values which is transmitted surreptitiously to students via the schooling 
process itself. Beyond the specific values that we can read between the lines in school textbooks, there is a 
transversal value that permeates the entire school curriculum, obedience. The hidden curriculum functions as a 
technology of the self: children are taught to construct their self in accordance with certain moral parameters.  
In the hidden curriculum of school textbooks we find a type of children’s story in which norms are reified, in 
other words divested of their social context and linked to a world that is foreign to the community, most of often of a 
suprasocial nature. These types of stories present us with a normative conflict, the main character’s disobedience to 
a community norm, which the text attempts to resolve though the intervention of an external agent, such as nature or 
immanent justice. According to an analysis of the contents of primary school text books used in Chile and Catalonia 
(Spain), these type of stories account for between 20% and 30% of the total number of stories featured in these 
textbooks1. This message from stories constitutes a hidden curriculum through which a reified vision of social 
reality is transmitted which impels children to abide by the norms, not because these are the outcome of social 
consensus but because there is something beyond society which sustains them. The disciplinary message of 
children’s stories (DMCS) teaches them that the norms are sustained in a suprasocial world, that transgression is 
always punished and that it is impossible to escape punishment because invigilation is prefect and permanent: there 
is something or someone there above us watching us always. This omniscient eye of power constitutes a panoptic 
 
1 This study analysed 100 children’s stories including Chilean and Catalan 3rd and 4th year Primary School text books. 
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symbol whose objective is to invigilate, control and produce discipline not only that of the characters in the story but 
also of the child readers. 
This research study looks into the influence that these types of stories have on children’s and adolescents’ social 
representations of social norms. As we can see further down, there is a significant percentage of subjects that repeat 
this disciplinary message from the stories and that have a reified notion of social norms. This article analyses the 
factors that bear an influence on children’s and adolescents’ tendency to reify social norms whilst taking into 
account variables such as gender, age (9 to 16), years of schooling, the school’s religious ideology (catholic or non-
denominational), the family’s social class (upper or lower), the type of norm (instrumental and substantive) and the 
level of proximity of the setting where the norm is developed (urban and rural).  
 
2. Methods and procedures  
This study is a cross-sectional descriptive study based on a non-experimental design, in other words: one single 
measurement in time describing the variables and their possible associations. We carried out both a quantitative and 
a qualitative study, the objectives of which were: to define the profiles of children and adolescents who more 
frequently tend to reify social norms and discover the reification processes that are present in texts written for 
minors. In this article we present the findings of the quantitative study2 of texts written for children. 
 
2.1. Sample and participants 
 
We constructed a non-probabilistic sample based on theoretical profiles (type cases). Two selection criteria were 
applied: The family’s social class (upper and lower) and the school’s religious ideology (catholic and non-
denominational). We used the Índice de Capacidad Económica Familiar (ICEF) as an indicator of social class. This 
index is drawn up by the Barcelona Municipal Council’s Statistics Institute and incorporates socioeconomic and 
income indicators. This index was used to identify the city’s poorest and richest neighbourhoods. Nou Barris and 
Sarrià-Sant Gervasi and Les Corts-Pedralbes respectively. In order to select the Catholic and non-denominational 
schools we used special lists drawn up by the Government of Catalonia (Education Department) and the Secretariat 
of Christian Schools of Catalonia as well as data provided by key informers. In this way we constituted the final 
sample, made up of 3 high socioeconomic level schools (one of them Catholic) and 7 low socioeconomic level 
schools (2 of them Catholic). We gathered 872 stories written by children and adolescents aged 9 to 16, 4th year 
Primary School students (PS) and 2nd year students in Compulsory Secondary Education (CSE).  
 
 
Table 1 
Selected Research Groups 
Versions of the 
Instrument 
CATHOLIC SCHOOLS NON DENOMINATIONAL 
SCHOOLS 
Number of 
Subjects 
Upper Class Working Class Upper Class Working Class 
4th 
year PS 
2nd year 
CSE 
4th 
year 
PS 
2nd year 
CSE 
4th 
year 
PS 
2nd year 
CSE 
4th 
year 
PS 
2nd year  
CSE 
TOTAL 
Urban Setting 71 67 50 52 44 59 35 39 417 
Rural Setting 78 65 40 55 41 104 35 37 455 
Total 149 132 90 107 85 163 70 76 872 
Source: Our own research 
 
 
2 We have presented the results of the qualitative analysis in previous articles (Author, 2009 and 2010).  
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2.2. The Unfinished Story technique 
In order to grasp and discover the social world of children a qualitative technique was designed that was 
projective in nature: the Unfinished Story (Author 2008, 2009 and 2010). This technique can be defined as a Task 
Based Method (Ellis, 2004) whereby children are asked to write a story following a series of instructions. We chose 
this technique because it is a child-friendly approach to the child’s social world, grasping it from their own 
perspective and respecting the particular characteristics of each child. As Punch pointed out (2002: 329) there are 
various reasons for employing these type of techniques with children: a) children are used to these type of activities 
and are more competent in them because they regularly practise them at school, b) children prefer these type of 
methods because they consider them more fun and in accordance with their interests, c) this way of approaching 
child subjects enables us to shorten the gap between the adult researcher and the child, derived from the 
asymmetrical relationship between the two subjects and d) task-based methods are more participative and this 
enables us to increase the child’s attention span, which is usually shorter than that of adults. 
The technique consisted of handing out to the participants the beginning of a story, which presented a normative 
conflict: the main character’s disobedience towards an important norm for the community. The children were then 
asked to write an end to the story. The story handed out to participants took place in different settings: one was an 
urban setting, close to the child's immediate reality, and the other was rural and more removed. We also 
incorporated two ways of linking the community norm: one of these was instrumental, presented in an urban setting, 
and the other was substantive, presented in a rural setting. Consequently, this distinction between settings enabled us 
to analyse two variables: the level of the norm’s proximity to the children’s and adolescents’ reality (urban and rural 
environment) and the type of link with the norm (instrumental and substantive). Both dimensions are taken into 
account in our Unfinished Story instrument.  We shall now proceed to describe the two types of texts and outline 
their key features. 
 “Close setting” version. The story was about a tourist town, one of the main attractions of which were its four 
large parks that were the town’s pride and joy. The norm in this unfinished story was phrased as follows: “everyone 
took care of the parks and did their best to keep them clean and pretty and the community was proud of this; because 
in recent years with the arrival of tourists they had become the true symbol of the town". In this way the norm was 
associated with its importance for the town's tourist development, establishing an instrumental link between the 
norm and the community.  The trans aggressive character in this unfinished story was of undetermined age and 
gender. The sole description that was given of this character was their negative relation to the norm. Their behaviour 
constituted an affront to the norm’s two principles: respect towards nature (trees, animals, etc.) and respect for the 
town’s facilities (benches, walls, paper bins, etc.). This behaviour was described using sentences such as: “s/he 
broke the rubbish bins in the park and littered the rubbish all over the place, s/he scratched the benches....” From this 
point on the story was left unfinished so that the children could write the end of the story and resolve or not the 
normative conflict that they had been presented with.  
 
 “Far-away Setting” version. In contrast to the previous story, the narrative in this case took place in a remote 
setting, removed from the children's concrete reality. We chose to situate the story in a small community (a town or 
village) near a forest; a far away context but feasible for children from Barcelona. The norm was expressed as 
follows: “The law stated that people should live in peace and harmony with nature and that’s what everyone did (...) 
everyone loved nature, everyone except this person”. The norm in this case was associated with the community’s 
own identity and values, establishing a substantive link between the two, unlike the close setting, which made 
reference to an instrumental link. The transgressor behaviour was described using sentences such as: “the trees, 
flowers, plants, insects and animals were his/her enemies”. As in the previous story the characteristic features of the 
main character were not described and the story was left open ended for the children to determine the character's 
attributes and to finish the story off as they liked.  
The activity consisted of one session which lasted approximately 45 minutes. We tried at all times to avoid 
interference from other adults (teachers or tutors) and to create an open space of trust so that the children could write 
their story freely and autonomously. Despite the fact that the activity was carried out during a class session it was 
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made perfectly clear that this wasn't an academic activity and that there were no right answers and that spelling and 
grammatical rules would not be taken into account at all. We considered it very important to make this clear so that 
the children would not associate the exercise in any way with an evaluation.  
 
3. Findings 
After analysing the contents of the stories we divided the endings the children had written into three groups: 
reification (42.4%), ideological reproduction (55%) and resistance (2.6%). In this article we will proceed to analyse 
the first two, which represent the vast majority (97.4%). In the stories with Reification endings (RE) the normative 
conflict is resolved through the intervention of agents outside the community (such as nature, immanent justice or a 
stranger). In the cases of Ideological reproduction (IR) the only ones who intervened were social agents from the 
community that dictated the norm (such as the family, the police and the municipal authorities). We defined this 
second type as Ideological reproduction in order to distinguish it from the cases of Resistance (RS), where social 
agents may or may not intervene but which present endings where the transgressors triumph or the norm is redefined 
as being unjust. The following table displays the proportion of subjects who reify the social norm, in other words 
those who resolve the normative conflict put forward in the story by means of the intervention of agents outside the 
community. 
 
Table 2 
Type of story ending according to the setting in which the norm is inserted 
Type of story ending Type of setting 
Close setting Far-away 
setting 
Total 
Reification Count 144 236 380 
 % on type of setting 34,53% 51,86% 43,57% 
     
Ideological 
reproduction 
Count 273 219 492 
% on type of setting 65,47% 48,14% 56,43% 
     
Total Count 417 455 872 
 % on type of setting 100% 100% 100% 
Source: our own research. n=872, Chi-square: 26.595 df: 1, p=0.000 
 
 
As we can see from the table, norm reification is much more frequent when the story takes place in a far-away 
setting than when the norm is inserted in an environment that is close to the children’s day to day reality. Reification 
represents 43.57% of all the stories we analysed (n=872). We then went on to look into the specific forms that 
reification takes on in the stories written by the children. The table 3 shows the types of agents that intervene in the 
reification. As we can see from the table, immanent justice is the most common one. 
 
We took into account both personified agents, that took on a specific form such as an animal or a foreign wizard, 
as well as non personified agents, including forces external to the community, which do not adopt tangible forms. 
The most typical case of this type of agent is immanent justice. We also included agents such as dreams/visions, 
destiny and divine figures or nature gods that were not given a specific form in the story. As we can see, the 
impersonal agent of immanent justice predominates in both settings. However, animals and plants stand out 
considerably in the far away setting whereas in the close setting they share the same position with impersonal agents 
such as nature gods and dreams and with personal agents such as outside strangers. 
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Table 3: 
Types of reification agents according to the setting in which the norm is inserted 
Type of agent Type of setting in which the norm is inserted 
Close setting Far-away setting Total 
Nature Gods Count 23 18 41 
% in the setting 16% 7,6% 10,8% 
     
Animals and plants Count 19 60 79 
% in the setting 13,2% 25,4% 20,8% 
     
Magic Count 10 18 28 
% in the setting 6,9% 7,6% 7,4% 
     
Foreigners Count 16 10 26 
% in the setting 11,1% 4,4% 6,8% 
     
Immanent justice Count 44 78 122 
% in the setting 30,6% 33,2% 32,1% 
     
Divine figures Count 12 25 37 
% in the setting 8,3% 10.6% 9,7% 
     
Dreams/visions Count 20 27 47 
% in the setting 13,9% 11,4% 12,4% 
     
Total  Count 144 236 380 
% in the setting 100% 100% 100% 
Source: our own research. n=380, Chi-square: 18.514.  df: 6, p=0.003. 
 
3.1. The possible and make-believe  
 
The sup asocial world of children’s stories where social norms are reified can be represented in two ways: as 
something that can possibly happen or as something that is make believe. The cases of reification that involve agents 
such as immanent justice, dreams, visions, dream journeys or outside strangers, share a common feature: they frame 
the events of the story within the realm of the possible. In other words, they link the norm to the social world and to 
the sup asocial world at the same time, building a kind of bridge between the two. In this respect they clearly stand 
out from the other reification stories which introduce other elements which at least lead us to think that it is all make 
believe: animals that talk, wizards and their magic wands, nature gods, etc. All these elements form part of a world 
that is closer to the idea of fiction than to reality. A dream, a strange accident or the opportune appearance on the 
scene of a stranger are clearly within the socially constructed boundaries of  the possible. These types of stories play 
with real, tangible, probable  things that are just around the corner for any subject, even the reader. It is this idea of 
‘possibility’ that enables the reification of the social norm and reality. It is clearly a subtle and powerful form of 
reification. The following table shows the distribution of these two forms of reification. 
 
Table 4 
 “The possible” and “Make-believe” in Reification  
Reification Model Count Percentage 
 “The possible” 195 51,3 
 “Make-believe” 185 48,7 
Total 380 100,0 
Source: our own research. N=380 
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3.2. Factors associated with the tendency to reify 
We analysed the relationship between reification and explanational variables: gender, age, years of schooling, 
social class and the religious ideology of the school by applying Chi-square tests. Thanks to this technique we found 
that the main explanatory variable for reification in the stories set in a close setting was ‘years of schooling’ and in 
the stories concerning a far-away setting the variable was ‘social class’, as can be seen in the tables below.   
 
Table 5 
Reification and Reproduction according to Years of Schooling (School year) 
Close setting 
 
School Year 
Total 4th year PS 2nd year CSE 
 RF Reification Count 59 85 144 
% in the School Year 29,5% 39,2% 34,5% 
RP Reproduction Count 141 132 273 
% in the School Year 70,5% 60,8% 65,5% 
Total Count 200 217 417 
% in the School Year 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 
 
Source: our own research. n= 417, Chi-square: 4.305, df: 1, p=0.038. 
 
 
Table 6 
Reification and Reproduction based on Social Class 
Far-away Setting 
 
Socioeconomic level 
Total High SEL Low SEL 
 RF Reification Count 139 97 236 
% in the Socioeconomic Level 48,3% 58,1% 51,9% 
RP Reproduction Count 149 70 219 
% in the Socioeconomic Level 51,7% 41,9% 48,1% 
Total Count 288 167 455 
% in the Socioeconomic Level 100,0% 100,0% 100,0% 
Source: our own research. n= 455, Chi-square: 4083. df: 1, p= 0.043 
 
 
Table 5 shows that the students in the 2nd year of CSE tend more towards reification, ten points above the 
younger children. Our findings indicate that, in the setting, the more years of schooling the greater the children’s 
tendency to reify. Table 6 displays the relationship between reification and social class in a far-away setting. Lower 
class children tend to reify social norms more frequently than their upper class peers. 
One possible explanation for these results could be found in the arguments put forward by Freire, Illich and 
Foucault. Schooling, in the eyes of these authors, consists of a long indoctrination and discipline process, which 
little by little penetrates into students until it has moulded them from within. The schooling process is for all 
children. Nevertheless, we should point out the role it has played in training and disciplining the working class. The 
school is one of many cogs that keep the complex system of social control set up by modern society running. A 
social control system based on invigilation more than on punishment, on self-control rather than on external control, 
in which discipline plays a fundamental role. The objective of this control system is to mould an obedient subject 
and this process is made possible through a technology of the self: the construction of the self following social 
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parameters on what we signify as normal, rational and possible (Foucault et al 1988). The disciplinary message in 
children’s stories is a technology of the self, a model of how the child must build its own self. A self that conceives 
norms as something external, divorced from the social sphere and supported by suprasocial forces from which its 
power emanates. 
 
4. Conclusions 
Our research findings reveal the existence of sociological thinking in children. We can safely state therefore that 
children have an active outlook on the social world, that they think, analyse and create their hypotheses on how 
social institutions and the society they belong to work. This brings us to the conclusion that childhood cannot 
continue to be viewed as a passive subject, a mere object or recipient, nor can its action potential be denied or 
underestimated. Minors are not pre-social beings or incomplete social agents. They have their own ways of 
interpreting, constructing and actively influencing their social world. Our intention in this study is to lay the 
foundations for developing a sociology of childhood that places the latter at the centre of research.  
Children’s sociological thinking is produced within a specific social context where the school’s hidden 
curriculum plays a prominent and influential role. This article has shown how the disciplinary message of children’s 
stories acts as a technology of the self, which is like a force that models, along with other factors, the social 
representations of minors and their construction of the self. This control device of the hidden curriculum impels 
children to obey norms without questioning them because they are supported by a suprasocial world that is beyond 
our control. The unfinished story technique is especially effective when it comes to delving into the social world of 
childhood. This methodological tool enables us to span a bridge between the adult world and children's culture, 
providing us with valuable and varied information on its contents. The findings from using this technique revealed a 
high incidence of reification in the stories written by the minors (43.57%). We found that certain groups of students 
are especially vulnerable to the disciplinary message of these stories. Based on the findings of this study we can 
conclude that the profile that reifies social norms is made up of: adolescents aged 13 to 16, in their 2nd year of CSE 
in working class schools. The data also indicates that reification is more frequent when the normative conflict 
presented in the story is inserted in a rural setting, far-away from the everyday reality of the subjects and closer to 
the idea of fiction.  
We consider that these findings can contribute towards building a liberating school, which integrates and includes 
children of different origins or minorities and that capacitates its students to think and actively and critically 
question their visions on the functioning of society, and especially their notion of social norms. We attribute this 
central role to the school given that it constitutes a compulsory meeting place among students of different socio-
cultural backgrounds. That’s why the discourses it produces on this issue are especially important, not only with 
regard to the influence they bear on the social representations that children produce concerning the norm, 
transgression and the Other in general, but also because we consider that the school constitutes an invaluable social 
space for the inclusion/integration of difference from a s well as revealing the stereotypes that the school and other 
agents’ social discourse maintains concerning certain collectives. A discourse that can permeate and in fact does 
permeate children’s social thought.  
As far as we see it, the school must provide students with the tools that will enable them to apprehend reality 
from a critical perspective. Education must make minors aware that there is a diversity of possible worlds and make 
them able to imagine and construct other alternative worlds. Education must try to be an eminently dereifying force. 
The social sciences, and sociology in particular as a humanistic discipline, can and must play a frontline role in 
building a new way of understanding this social construction process that we call education. 
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